The Little Book
of
Buddhist
Meditation

Fstablishing a daily meditation practice

by Eric K.Van Horn



Book 1 in the Little Books on Buddhism Series

The Little Book
of
Buddhist
Meditation

Establishing a daily meditation practice

by Eric K.Van Horn




The Little Book
of
Buddhist Meditation

Establishing a daily meditation practice

by Eric K. Van Horn



Copyright

You are free to:

Share - copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

Adapt - remix, transform, and build upon the material

The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.
Under the following terms:

Attribution - You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if
changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests
the licensor endorses you or your use.

NonCommercial - You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

No additional restrictions - You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally
restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Notices:

You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or
where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation.

No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your
intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how
you use the material.

Smashwords Publishing
eBook ISBN: 9781310462924
First Edition 2016

Revised 2017 (2)



Dedicated to the monks and nuns
of the monastic Sangha
who have so selflessly preserved
and practiced the Buddha’s teachings

for the last 2500 years.



““The safe and good path to be traveled joyfully’ is a term for
the Noble Eight Book Path.”

The Little Books on Buddhism series:

Book 1: The Little Book of Buddhist Meditation: Establishing a daily meditation
practice

Book 2: The Little Book on Buddhist Virtue: The Buddha’s teachings on
happiness through skillful conduct

Book 3: The Little Book of the Life of the Buddha

Book 4: The Little Book of Buddhist Wisdom: The Buddha’s teachings on the
Four Noble Truths, the three marks of existence, causality, and karma

Book 5: The Little Book of Buddhist Mindfulness & Concentration

Book 6: The Little Book of Buddhist Daily Living: The Discipline for Lay
People

Book 7: The Little Book of Buddhist Rebirth

Book 8: The Little Book of Buddhist Awakening: The Buddha’s instructions on
attaining enlightenment

Also by this author:

The Travel Guide to the Buddha’s Path



Table of Contents

Preface
Preface to the Revised Edition
Terminology and Conventions
Abbreviations Used for Pali Text References
1. Introduction
The Purpose of Buddhist Meditation
How to Practice

Summary

2. Establishing a Physical Posture
The Burmese Position

The Seiza Position

Sitting in a Chair
How L.ong to Meditate

Summary

3. Establishing a Mental Posture
Gratitude
Remember Why We Are Practicing
Loving-kindness
Five Subjects for Frequent Recollection
Turn Your Attention to the Breath
Summary

4. Breath Meditation
Expanding the Awareness
Coming Back to the Breath

Quieting the Mind
Watching Your Thoughts
Dedication of Merit
Summary

5. More Meditation Techniques
Another Beautiful Breath

Breath Counting

Sweeping
Summary




6. Problems While Meditating
Breathing Through the Distraction

Have a Little Conversation with Yourself
The Five Hindrances
Summary
7. Metta and the Brahma Viharas
Metta
Compassion

Sympathetic Joy
Equanimity

Summary
8. Additional Aids in Meditation

Walking Meditation
Guided Meditations
Gathas
Meditation in Daily Life
Summary

9. Chanting

Pali Pronunciation

Homage to the Buddha

Going for Refuge

The Five Precepts

Five Subjects for Frequent Recollection
The Metta Sutta

The Highest Blessings
Summary
10. Postscript

Appendices
Appendix A - Glossary of Terms

Appendix B - Bibliography




Preface

Train in acts of merit
that yield the foremost profit of
bliss -
develop generosity,
a life in tune,
a mind of good will.
Developing these
three things
that bring about bliss,
the wise reappear
in a world of bliss
unalloyed. - [Iti 1.22]

When I wrote my first book on Buddhist practice, The Travel Guide to the
Buddha’s Path, it was with the intention of tracing the entire arc of the
Buddha’s training from the first time that you sit down in meditation
until you attain the first level of awakening, which is called “stream-
entry.” I believe that it accomplished that task. However, being that the
Buddha'’s teachings are quite extensive and that they cover a lot of
ground, many people found that volume a little overwhelming.

In response to that criticism, I am using that book as a basis for a series of
smaller volumes, ones that will tackle one subject at a time. In that way
the Buddhist path is broken down into smaller, more palatable chunks. It
also serves the purpose of permitting people who may be strong in one
area but weak in another to concentrate on topics that are appropriate for
them. And finally, it enables each volume to be taught as a course in that
one subject.

So this is the first volume in the Little Books on Buddhism Series. It will
eventually cover all of the ground in The Travel Guide to the Buddha’s Path,
as noted, in smaller pieces, and it is also organized somewhat differently.



In some cases these smaller volumes will also expand on what is in The
Travel Guide.

This volume is for the beginning meditator. However, because
meditation is taught in so many different ways, it may serve the
experienced meditator as well. I have seen many people who practiced
diligently for many years and who never really seemed to make much
progress. Meditation is a skill. It is like learning a craft. The Buddha
himself often used crafts in his similes about meditation.

I am often surprised — and dismayed - at how many sincere, experienced
meditators seem to meditate because it is something they feel they have
to do, rather than something they want to do. Meditation should be
enjoyable. It will, of course, not always be that way, but on the whole the
practice of meditation should help you establish a sense of well-being,
confidence, serenity, and peace of mind.

Yes, at times it will be work. Thanissaro Bhikkhu, the abbot of Metta
Forest Monastery in Valley Center, California, compares it to playing
basketball. There is effort, of course, but you should be enjoying it.
Otherwise there is no point. If you learn to love meditation, then you will
do it because you want to do it and because you like to do it. And on
those days where it is a struggle, you can chalk it up to a difficult day,
but there is always the next sitting.

Some years ago I did a solo retreat at the Embracing Simplicity
Hermitage in Asheville, North Carolina. At the end of the week I was
talking to the resident monk there, Bhikkhu Pannadipa, and I told him
that it occurred to me during the week that I could not always be sure
when I was “making progress.” Everyone enjoys those calm, serene
periods of meditation. But it is quite possible that those are just rest times
for the mind, and the real work happens during the difficult sittings.

The Buddha’s message is timeless. The human mind has not changed in
the 2400 years that have passed since his death. The people who show up
in the Buddhist literature are all too familiar. The struggles of the people



are just as familiar. And the Buddha’s understanding of the transcendent
nature of reality has not changed, either. There have been many attempts
to shoehorn the Buddha’s teachings into a narrow, Western, cultural
context. But not only is that unnecessary, it corrupts his beautiful
understanding of the path to greater happiness and final liberation. This
Little Book is a gateway to what I hope will be a long and fruitful journey
along that path for you.

Eric Van Horn

Rio Rancho, New Mexico
6-Feb-2016
nobleeightfoldblog.com



http://nobleeightfoldblog.com

Preface to the Revised Edition

I have been working my way through all of the books that I have written,
reviewing what I wrote, double checking everything with what the
Buddha taught, making minor stylistic changes to make everything
uniform, and making occasional content changes to reflect a slightly
better understanding or to express things in a way that I hope will be
clearer. And as I have been doing this, I ran across a passage that quite
struck me. The following rendering is from the “Sampasadaniya Sutta:
Serene Faith” [DN 28].

The situation is a conversation between the Buddha and one of his chief
disciples, Sariputta. It begins with Sariputta making this declaration:

“It is clear to me, Lord, that there never has been, never
will be and is not now another ascetic or brahmin who is
better or more enlightened than the Lord.”

Sariputta was trying to pay the Buddha a compliment. Somewhat
surprisingly, the Buddha challenged Sariputta, and he did it quite
aggressively. He asked Sariputta rather pointedly, “How do you know?
How can you make such an assertion?”

“You have spoken boldly with a bull’s voice, Sariputta,
you have roared the lion’s roar of certainty. How is this?
Have all the arahant Buddhas of the past appeared to
you, and were the minds of all those Lords open to you,
So as to say: ‘These Lords were of such virtue, such was
their teaching, such their wisdom, such their way, such
their liberation?’”

“No, Lord.”

“And have you perceived all the arahant Buddhas who



will appear in the future?”
“No, Lord.”

“Well then, Sariputta, you know me as the arahant
Buddha, and do you know: ‘The Lord is of such virtue,
such his teaching, such his wisdom, such his way, such
his liberation?’”

“No, Lord.”

“So, Sariputta, you do not have knowledge of the minds
of the Buddhas of the past, the future or the present.
Then, Sariputta, have you not spoken boldly with a bull’s
voice and roared the lion’s roar of certainty with your
declaration?”

I mean, wow. Sariputta was an arahant. He had attained a full
awakening. The Buddha named him as one of his two chief disciples. In
the sutta “Foremost,” the Buddha declared, “Bhikkhus, the foremost of
my bhikkhu disciples with great wisdom is Sariputta” [AN 1.189]. This
seems like pretty harsh treatment for someone who was trying to say
something nice.

But Sariputta was unfazed. Given that he was an arahant, this is not
surprising. He gave this poetic, extraordinary reply:

“Lord, the minds of the arahant Buddhas of the past,
future and present are not open to me. But | know the
drift of the Dhamma. Lord, it is as if there were a royal
frontier city, with mighty bastions and a mighty encircling
wall in which was a single gate, at which was a
gatekeeper, wise, skilled and clever, who kept out
strangers and let in those he knew. And he, constantly
patrolling and following along a path, might not see the



joins and clefts in the bastion, even such as a cat might
creep through. But whatever larger creatures entered or
left the city, must all go through this very gate. And it
seems to me, Lord, that the drift of the Dhamma is the
same. All those arahant Buddhas of the past attained to
supreme enlightenment by abandoning the five
hindrances, defilements of mind which weaken
understanding, having firmly established the four
foundations of mindfulness in their minds, and realized
the seven factors of enlightenment as they really are. All
the arahant Buddhas of the future will do likewise, and
you, Lord, who are now the arahant, fully-enlightened
Buddha, have done the same.”

There are so many lovely phrases here. He began by saying that he knew
“the drift of the Dhamma.” “Drift” indicates “flow.” He knew how and
where the Dhamma flows. He understood its properties and
characteristics. He knew where it came from and where it goes.

And then he said that understanding the flow of the Dhamma, he knew
that anyone who becomes a Buddha, must become a Buddha by using
the same path. His comparison was to a fortress with only one entrance.
He knew that anyone who came into the fortress must come that way.

I am pointing out this passage, because as you either know now or may
discover, when I write about the Dharma, it is rooted in the Buddha’s
original teachings. And that is not because of some ideological approach
or scholastic approach or rigid orthodoxy. The Buddha himself would
not have a very high opinion of that.

It is because through many years of study and practice, I have come to
have a deep faith and trust in what he taught. As the scholars like to say,
the Pali Canon is “coherent and cogent.” It is compelling in its breadth
and depth. But it is not just the words, it is when they are put into
practice that such powerful and sometimes astonishing results can



happen. And the more you read, and the more you understand, and the
more you practice, the deeper your understanding grows. And the more
that happens, the more you appreciate the priceless gift that is the
Buddha'’s teachings.

But what this passage in particular says to me is that to gain entry to the
fortress, to attain awakening and to be free from stress and suffering,
there is only one way to get there, and that is the Dhamma and Discipline
that the Buddha taught. Accept no substitutes.

To be sure, the Buddha never told anyone that they had to do anything.
But what he did say was that if you want a certain result, this is how to

get it. The Metta Sutta [AN 11.15] famously begins:

This is what should be done
By one who is skilled in goodness
And who knows the path of peace.

I heard a story about a retreat on the Metta Sutta where they spent the
whole morning hung up on the word “should” in this passage. Now, the
Buddha didn’t say “you have to do this.” But what he said is that this is
what you should do if you want to be “skilled in goodness and know the
path of peace.”

If you want to run a marathon, you can’t sit around and watch TV all
day. And the Buddha didn’t say that if you do sit around and watch TV
all day that you are a bad person, or you will go to hell, or anything like
that. He was simply saying that if you want to run a marathon, there are
some things you have to do. And in this case, if you want to be happier
and more skillful and eventually to become free from stress and
suffering, here is what you should do.

But it is also implied in this simile to be wary of con artists and
revisionists, of snake oil salesmen (and presumably women as well) who
are selling you a cheap facsimile. Sadly there are many of them in the
Buddhist world today. If you follow any of them too closely, you are



never going to get into the fortress. There is only one way in. You may
wander quite happily in the forest for a while, but inevitably some
gazelle will have you for lunch. Something will go wrong in your life or
in your practice, and it will all fall apart. Or you will realize that you
have been going to retreats and spending time and effort and money for
years, and you really have not gotten anywhere at all.

The good news is that with diligence and sincerity, the instructions are all
there. OK, so it’s a big instruction guide. That just means that you won't
run out of things to do. There is always more to learn. You won't get
bored. And the really, really good news is that there is a way in. The
Buddha has gotten in, he knows how to get there, and he left us a map of
how to do it for ourselves.

Eric Van Horn
Rio Rancho, New Mexico
17-Jun-2016



Terminology and Conventions

Because the Buddhist Canon that I use is in the Pali language, I usually
use Pali terms. However, some Sanskrit Buddhist terms have become
common in the English language and it seems rather affected not to use
them. The two most obvious examples are the words “nirvana,” which is
“nibbana” in Pali, and “Dharma,” which is “Dhamma” in Pali. For the
most part, I use the commonly known terms. But if it seems awkward to
have the Pali terms in quotes or in certain words (like
Dhammacakkappavattana) and use the Sanskrit terms in the main text, I
use the Pali words.

I try to avoid technical terms in the beginning of the guide until you can
get used to them. However, if there are terms with which you are
unfamiliar, they should be in the glossary in Appendix A.

As per APA style guidelines, book names are italicized (i.e., Foundations
of Buddhism) and magazine articles and Internet resources are capitalized
and quoted (i.e., “The Benefits of Walking Meditation”).

Internet Conventions

There are many references to resources that are on the Internet. This is
always a problem because hyperlinks are notoriously unreliable. Thus, I
have adopted a convention of putting Internet search keywords in the
text as well as a hyperlink to the resource. For example, a reference to
Thich Nhat Hahn's gathas (“poems”) is “thich nhat hanh gathas here and
now.” If links are supported and the link is not broken, clicking on the
search keywords will open that resource. If you are reading this in a
context where Internet links are not supported or the link is broken, you
can still find the resource by doing a search using the keywords. If you
use the search keywords, the resource should be the first one in the
search result list.



https://mindfulgatha.wordpress.com/gathas/

The other case is when an article is cited. It will look like this:

- [Sayadaw U Silananda, “The Benefits of Walking
Meditation”]

Again, if your reader does not support hyperlinks or the link is broken,
searching on the author’s name and the article name should get you to
the article. Some names and words use diacritical marks and you may
have to remove them to find the correct resource. For example, for the
name “Thanissaro” use the non-diacritical form “Thanissaro.”


http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/silananda/bl137.html

Abbreviations Used for Pali Text
References

AN: Anguttara Nikaya, The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha
Bv: Buddhavamsa, Chronicle of Buddhas
BvA: Buddhavamsatthakathd, commentary to the Buddhavamsa

Cv: Cullavaggqa, the “smaller book,” the second volume in the Khandhaka,
which is the second book of the monastic code (the Vinaya)

Dhp: Dhammapada, The Path of Dhamma, a collection of 423 verses
DhpA: Dhammapada-atthakatha, commentary to the Dhammapada
DN: Digha Nikaya, The Long Discourses of the Buddha

Iti: Itivuttaka, This Was Said (by the Buddha), a.k.a., Sayings of the
Buddha

Ja: Jataka Tales, previous life stories of the Buddha
JaA: Jataka-atthakatha, commentary on the Jataka Tales
Khp: Khuddakapatha, Short Passages

MA: Majjhima Nikaya Atthakatha, commentary on the Middle Length
Discourses of the Buddha (by Buddhaghosa)

MN: Majjhima Nikaya, The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha

Myv: Mahavagga, the first volume in the Khandhaka, which is the second
book of the monastic code (the Vinaya)



Pm: Patimokkha, The Code of Monastic Discipline, the first book of the
monastic code (the Vinaya)

SN: Samyutta Nikaya, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha

S Nip: Sutta Nipata, The Sutta Collection, literally, “suttas falling down,” a
sutta collection in the Khuddaka Nikaya consisting mostly of verse

Sv: Sutta-vibhanga: Classification of the Suttas, the “origin stories” for the
Patimokkha rules

Thag: Theragatha: Verses of the Elder Monks

ThagA: Theragatha-atthakathd, Commentary to the Theragatha
Thig: Therigatha: Verses of the Elder Nuns

ThigA: Therigatha-atthakathd, Commentary to the Therigatha
Ud: Udana, Exclamations, the third book of the Khuddaka Nikaya

Vin: Vinaya Pitaka, Basket of Discipline, the monastic rules for monks and
nuns.




1. Introduction

“And what is the noble search? Here someone being
himself subject to birth, having understood the danger in
what is subject to birth, seeks the unborn supreme
security from bondage, nibbana; being himself subject to
aging, having understood the danger in what is subject to
aging, he seeks the unaging supreme security from
bondage, nibbana; being himself subject to sickness,
having understood the danger in what is subject to
sickness, he seeks the unailing supreme security from
bondage, nibbana; being himself subject to death, having
understood the danger in what is subject to death, he
seeks the deathless supreme security from bondage,
nibbana; being himself subject to sorrow, having
understood the danger in what is subject to sorrow, he
seeks the sorrowless supreme security from bondage,
nibbana; being himself subject to defilement, having
understood the danger in what is subject to defilement,
he seeks the undefiled supreme security from bondage,
nibbana. This is the noble search.” - [MN 26.12]

This is the first in a series of lessons that will teach you how to meditate.
This type of meditation is based on the Buddha's original teachings. The
Buddha himself either gave these instructions, or they are in the spirit of
what he taught. (I will try and point out which ones are which as we
proceed.) The source for what the Buddha taught is the Pali language.
Pali is a language of ancient India. The Pali language is at present the best
and most complete source we have for the Buddha's original teachings.

You do not have to be a Buddhist to benefit from the Buddha’s teachings.
Many of his teachings are non-sectarian and can be of benefit to anyone.



So if you find some aspect of the Buddha’s teaching to be a problem, you
can put it aside for now. The best thing that you can do with a teaching
that you find difficult to accept or do not understand is to file it away for
future reference.

The Buddha taught a path that is called “sila-samadhi-pafifia.” “Sila” is
the Pali word for morality, virtue, or right conduct. “Samadhi” is the Pali
word for concentration or mental absorption. And “pafifia” is the Pali
word for wisdom, or discernment.

Normally, the first teaching in Buddhism is sila. However, I think that in
the West there are some problems with teaching morality first, so I will
begin with the practice of samadhi. The purpose of samadhi is to
establish a sense of well-being. It is your home base. You go there
whenever you are struggling. In its purest form the Buddha called this
the “pleasure born of seclusion.” Once we have discussed how to
establish well-being, we will discuss the Buddha'’s teachings on virtue.

The Purpose of Buddhist Meditation

The Buddha famously said, “...both formerly and now what I teach is
suffering and the cessation of suffering” [MN 22.38, SN 22.86]. This is
very useful to remember. Sometimes it seems that one part of the path is
in conflict with another part of the path. In these cases, remember that
the basic premise of what the Buddha taught is to end suffering.

One of the beauties of the Buddha’s path is that it is not an all or nothing
proposition. You do not have to wait until you get to the end of the path
to experience some freedom from suffering. The Buddha taught “the
gradual path” (Pali: anupubbasikkha). As you progress, you get happier,
more contented, more at ease, and you create fewer problems for
yourself and others. It is very rewarding when you see your path open in
this way. You will have an “Ah-ha!” moment, a situation where
something happens, where you act in a more skillful way, and you will
think to yourself, “Well, that was different!”



The Buddha always tried to teach in a way that would help people to be
happier and more skillful and to suffer less. He did this no matter what
their situation in life. To that end, he gave advice to husbands and wives,
children, rulers of countries, merchants, and people from all walks of life
to act more skillfully. He did not limit his teaching just to monks and
nuns and lay women and lay men who dedicated their lives to a full
awakening.

So that is the first purpose of the practice: to be happier, to be more
skillful, to cause less suffering.

However, there is also a super-mundane aspect to the path, and that is
tinal liberation. This aspect of the path can be especially difficult for
Westerners to accept, but it is a fundamental part of the Buddha'’s
teachings. He taught that we are reborn, over and over and over,
endlessly, and have done so through infinite time. If we live a good,
moral life, we improve the chances of having a good rebirth in the human
realm or one of the heavenly realms. If we lead a less than moral life, the
chances go up that we will be reborn in one of the lower realms, as a
(hungry) ghost, an animal, or in one of the hell realms.

This cycle continues until one becomes fully awakened, and a full
awakening is the ultimate fruit of the Buddha’s path.

How to Practice

The Pali word for meditation is “bhavana.” “Bhavana” literally means “to
develop” or “to cultivate.” When you plant a garden, you do not make
the seeds grow. You create the optimal conditions for the seeds to grow.
The seed will germinate or not based on whether the seed is strong and
the conditions are proper, and if it does germinate, that will happen in its
own good time. You cannot make a tomato grow overnight.

So you prepare the soil, you plant the seed, you keep it clear of weeds,
you water it and feed it, and if everything goes well, after a fashion you
will have some tomatoes.



This is very unlike how we are wired in the West. We are results
oriented. We want to achieve. We want to be successful. And then we
start to meditate, and we get simple instructions, and we can’t do them,
at least in the beginning. And we get frustrated. We may even quit. All
we have done is to find a new way to make ourselves suffer.

The two qualities that will serve you best in meditation are patience and
persistence. Persistence is the ability to continue relentlessly, whether or
not things appear to be going well. Patience is the ability to have
compassion for yourself, and to trust the process, to let it unfold.
Accomplished meditators tend to have a lightness about how they deal
with problems. They also tend to have a pretty good sense of humor.

There will be parts of your meditation that you find challenging and
difficult. This is fine, and one of the things that you learn to do as a
meditator is to take those times and not turn them into a problem. So if
you have an unpleasant sitting, that is all it is, an unpleasant sitting. You
don’t have to turn that into a problem.

In fact, one of the important lessons in meditation is how we take non-
problems and turn them into problems, take small problems and turn
them into big problems, and take bigger problems and turn them into
conflagrations. The unawakened mind is a drama queen (or king) at
heart.

Meditation is also like exercise. If you exercise skillfully, gradually the
weak muscles get stronger. But you must do it, and you must do it
skillfully. No one decides to run a marathon one day and runs 26 miles
the next day. You start by running however long you can, and over time
the distance you can run gets longer.

So it is with meditation. We start with a mind that is likely to be pretty
wild. And by working with that mind every day as best we can, over
time that mind gets stronger, more skillful, and happier.

So the preferred way to practice is to make sure you do it every day and
let go of results as best you can. The results will happen if you can do



those two things, and it is very gratifying and often a little surprising
when the practice manifests.

Summary

1. The purpose of meditation is to reduce and ultimately eliminate
suffering for yourself. This has the equal effect of being of benefit
to those around you.

2. Meditation requires patience and persistence.

Try not to turn your meditation into another problem for yourself.
4. Meditation is like exercise. You must do it regularly to get results.
Over time the mind will get stronger, more peaceful, and more

discerning.

©



2. Establishing a Physical
Posture

“Here a [meditator], gone to the forest or to the root of a
tree or to an empty hut, sits down; having folded his legs
crosswise, set his body erect, and established
mindfulness in front of him...” - [MN 118.17]

It is amazing to me how many long-term meditators still find it difficult
to sit comfortably for any length of time. I once went to a retreat at the
Bhavana Society where after a few days it was such a problem that one of
the senior lay people there offered a workshop on how to sit, and
everyone at that retreat had a great deal of experience.

Some meditation teachers will tell you to just somehow grit your teeth
and live with whatever pain arises. There will come a time when dealing
with physical discomfort will be part of the practice. However, in the
beginning it is very important to establish a comfortable sitting posture.
In the Tibetan tradition they call this “finding a seat.”

There is really only one aim for your physical posture and that is to find a
sitting position where you can put the body and leave it there relatively
comfortably for the duration of the sitting. If your sitting posture
accomplishes that goal, you have found your seat.

However, do not be surprised if it takes some time, effort, and
experimentation to find your seat. You may also find that as you age you
need to accommodate changes in your body. As with all things in your
meditation practice, it requires both patience and persistence to find a
rock solid sitting posture.

Establishing a comfortable, stable sitting posture is the first skill that you
must master to meditate.



I am going to relegate the instructions on posture to three positions.
These do not include any of the lotus positions (full, half, and quarter).
They are wonderful postures if you can do them. However, my guess is
that if you can do them, you do not need an explanation. This section
might be called “postures for the rest of us.”

The Burmese Position

The first posture is sometimes called “the Burmese position.” It is a very
stable three-point posture that people throughout Asia use, and it is
accessible for most people. I have very bad joints and curvature of the
spine, and I find this is my most stable position and my preferred
posture.




This illustration shows someone on a zafu, which is the traditional
meditation cushion, and a zabuton, which is the pad underneath.
However, you do not need special cushions for meditation. When I first
started I was broke, and I used pillows, blankets, and towels. The
Buddha sat on piles of buffalo grass.

As you can see, the knees and feet are on the floor. In all of the postures
the hips are tilted forward, and the back is straight. The head should
balance on top of the spine, otherwise the shoulders will strain.

Whenever you sit down to meditate, no matter what position you are
using, the same principles apply: head, hips, and hands. The head is
balanced on top of the spine. You may find it helpful to sway back and
forth and side-to-side to find the right balance point. The head is quite
heavy. The hips must tilt forward slightly and be open. The hands must
not pull the shoulders forward.

The biggest problem with this posture is limited flexibility in the hips.
You may feel the strain in the feet or the knees, but the problem is usually
in the hips. You may also find that after a longer sitting that the lower
back and/or the upper back (shoulders) are strained. It is helpful to know
a few stretches to relieve discomfort in these areas. I have a stretching
routine that I got from Bob Anderson’s book Stretching.

In order to keep a good, vertical position and the head balanced, you
may find that you have to lean back a bit further than at first feels
comfortable. Some people even feel as if they are going to fall over
backward. You will have to experiment, but do not be afraid to lean back
farther than you think is reasonable.

Another thing that can help in the beginning is when you first sit down,
stretch your entire upper body forward and then lean back into a vertical
position. Then check that the head balances on top of the spine.

The other issue is the hands. The hands as shown in the photograph are
in the preferred position. Some people put their hands on their legs or
knees, but this tends to pull the shoulders forward, and this creates a lot



of strain in the upper back. In order to get your hands at the proper
height, you may need to fold your clothing in a way that supports the
hands. I have shorter than normal arms, so I have to make this
adjustment. You can also put a small support cushion on your lap to
support the hands.

Finally, the dominant hand goes on the bottom, so if you are left-handed,
put the left hand on the bottom holding the right hand. If you are right-
handed, put the right hand on the bottom holding the left hand.

So the abbreviated summary of bodily posture is this: hips tilted forward,
back straight, head balanced on top of the spine, and the hands
comfortably on the lap, making sure that they are not pulling the
shoulders forward.

The Seiza Position

“Seiza” is the Japanese word for “sitting.” In Japan people sit in this
position. Unlike Westerners they do not use cushions or benches. They
simply sit on their folded legs. However, as we are not used to it, we
usually use a cushion under the buttocks, or a seiza bench:



Figure: The Seiza Position

The instructions for the head, hips, and hands are the same as for the
Burmese position.

We are all different heights and have different body proportions. Because
of this you have to find the proper spot on the bench on which to sit
comfortably. I am short and have found that I need to consciously sit on
the front of the bench, otherwise my back and hips are not in the correct
position. Someone who is tall will probably need to sit more toward the
back of the bench. There are also seiza benches of different heights.

There are many different types of seiza benches, but my experience is
that the traditional one works the best. However, do not be afraid to
experiment. What works best for me may not work best for you. I also



sometimes use a cushion instead of a bench in the seiza position. To do
this, just put the cushion between your knees. If the cushion is a zafu,
you can turn it on its side. If you are sitting in a Burmese position, it is
easy to switch to a seiza position using the cushion. When you are sitting
for a long time, such as when you are on retreat, switching back and forth
between the Burmese position and the seiza position can make sitting a
little more comfortable.

Sitting in a Chair

Most people think that this will be the easiest position, but that is not
necessarily true. This is how we ordinarily sit, but we hardly ever sit for
very long in a stable posture. You may need to pay a little more attention
to how you sit than you normally do.

You want to start by checking the leg position. Chairs are all the same
height but people are not. Taller people will find their knees above the
hips, and shorter people will find the front of the chair cutting into their
upper legs. The idea is to get the upper leg sloping slightly downwards
at about a 10-degree angle from the horizontal. Taller people may need to
put cushions under the buttocks; shorter people will need to put
cushions or towels or blankets under their feet.

Sit on the forward part of the chair. Do not lean against the back of the
chair. Put the head, hips, and hands in the same position as described for
the Burmese position. I find the hardest part is keeping the hips cocked
forward and the back straight. A cushion may help to keep the hips
leaning forward properly.

One chair that works well for me is the “tilt seat eco chair” made by
Carolina Designs. I tried many of the so-called ergonomic chairs without
any success, but this one works well for me.



Fgure: The Tilt Seat

A few years ago I had a knee injury and could not sit on the floor, so I
bought one of these. I also bought a cushion for it, which is a separate
item.

However, I realize that not everyone will want to buy a special chair. Be
assured that by using towels and pillows and whatever you have
available, you can make a chair work. Stick to the principles of head, hips
and hands and maintaining the proper angle at the knees.



How Long to Meditate

It takes a while to establish a stable and comfortable position. Just like
running a marathon, do not over-do it in the beginning. Find a length of
time that works for you. I started with five minutes. That seemed like an
eternity. Work your way up slowly. You may add a minute a day, or five
minutes a week. Do whatever makes you feel comfortable, and then sit
just a while longer.

The standard sitting times are 45 minutes or an hour. However, I find
that as little as 10 minutes is enough to establish a calmer, more settled
state of mind. 20 minutes is better. You will have to find some time that
tits into your daily schedule. Try to make this somewhere between 20
minutes and an hour. However, as I said, in the beginning start with
what you can do, perhaps just five minutes, and work your way up.

We will also be doing a practice shortly called “sweeping” that is helpful
in establishing a comfortable posture.

You can use any convenient timer. It is good to use a timer and not a
watch. If you are using a watch you have to keep looking at it, which is a
distraction. For a long time I just used a kitchen timer. Then I switched to
a “GymBoss timer.” Now I use an iPad application. But anything that
keeps you from having to look at a watch is fine.

There is one last thing. Despite what I said about being comfortable, one
of the things we are trying to learn is how to work with discomfort. We
want to make it workable. No matter how much we may want life to be a
certain way, it has a habit of being just the way it is. This includes mental
and physical discomfort. In meditation, we are not trying to make those
go away. They won’t anyway, so there is no point to it. We are trying to
not make the discomfort into a problem. Thus, if you feel a little
discomfort, do not quickly respond by shifting or changing position. Sit
with it a little and see what happens. See if it goes away. See if it changes.
Get to know it. That is “making it workable.”



I have a “three strikes and you are out” rule. The first time I feel
something unpleasant, I just sit with it and see what happens. It will
usually go away. Then I do this a second time. By the third time I feel it, I
will usually change position, slowly and mindfully.

There will come a time when the discomfort fades into the background. I
heard a story once about a young man who entered a Zen monastery in
Japan. He really had trouble with sitting, and in Zen monasteries they are
very strict about not moving during a sitting. He had a lot of pain. Finally
he gave up and decided to quit the monastery. When he was having his
exit interview with the abbot he asked, “If I were to stay here another six
months, would the pain go away?” “No,” replied the abbot, “But you
wouldn’t care anymore.”

The way I am going to teach meditation will - I hope - not cause you this
kind of pain. The moral of the story is that at some point your
concentration will be such that any discomfort you feel will not matter
anymore. This is a great lesson in the power of the mind and the practice.

Summary

This is a lengthy discussion here of how to do something that we do
every day. But it is an example of how little we know about our bodies.
You have already learned a great deal that most people do not know.
Getting to know the body is one of the most important aspects of
meditation practice. It is so important that the “Kayagatasati Sutta:
Mindfulness of the Body” [MN 119] describes an entire path to final
liberation using only the body as the object of meditation.

1. The goal of your sitting posture is to find a position where you
can put the body and leave it there relatively comfortably for the
duration of the sitting.

2. Regardless of the position, the same principles apply: head, hips,
and